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Spouse Abuse: How Family Power is Shared

Introdiiction:
Ori October é?, iéSé the éurgéon General of the United States announced
that spouse and child abuse are the nation's number oné health probiémé. Few

would argue the gravity of the problem. One estimate is that spouse abuse

occurance every 18 seconds (Donahue; Note 2). Although spouse abuse is a
common occurance it rarely results in prosecution: Field and Field (1973)
investigated 7500 instances of Spouse abuse in Washington D:C. and found
fewer than 200 resulted in prosecution and far fewer ended in conviction.
Among the réasons that the prOéécution rate is éoviow is that the family
is embarassed by ths ébuSe which théy regérd as Sométhing which oniy héppéné
to others;. A second reason may be that the abusive spouse controls a diépropor;
tionate degree of power in the marital relationship (Gelles, 1976). Finally
family members may feel compelled to hide Eh¢ abuse to protect the emotionally
immature abusive man (Davidson, 1978): Sﬁéﬁ a man may have very little power
in the marriage and may lash out as his only source of infiuence and control.
For whatéver reason it is clear that spouse abuse provides major
devastation in American ébciéty and continués to be hidden from public
SCrutiny. The preSent study is an éttémpt to look at instances of spouse
abuse in black and white families and to examine thé distribution of décision
making influence in these homes.
Method: |
Subjects were students from undergraduate psychology classes at
Middle Tennessee State University. There were 366 subjects who volunteered

for the study. Of these 129 were males, while 237 were females: There were
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318 whites and 45 blacks (thrée werée designated as othér and weré grouped
with the blacks for purposes of statistical analysis). Socioeconomic status
was divided into two groups, "lower status" and "middle class status." There
were 189 1pwér status and 197 middle class status subjects.

Materizls included Straus' (1974) Conflict Resolution Technique to measure
Spouse abuse and Bowerman, Gecas, and Bahr's (1974) questionnaire to assess
power in the marriage. )

Results: '

Of thé total subjects 32% indicated some instances of spouse abuse
during "g typicai year while they were growing up.ii A t test cOmpared the
distribution of power in Spouse abuse vs: abuse free familiss. While the
abusive homes reflected a mother centered distribution of power, the nonabusive
homes were almost exactly egalitarian. Differences were significant at the
.005 level.

Analyses of variance were conducted tc determine the influence of race,
sex; and socioeconomic status on perceived power diétbibution a3 well as on
family violence. Percéption of family power was significantly influenced
by the SeX, race, and SOCioeconOmic status of the respondent. While males viewed
their families as béing relatively father controlled, females reported that their
families decisions were dominated by their mothers (p < .201): Lower socioceconomic
status and black responden’s viewed their families as relatively mother dominated
while middle status and white subjects viewed their families as egalitarian
Figure 1 shows the perceived power for each sex x race x socioeconomic status
group.

;When "mother's. use of reasoning to solve conflicts" was the dependent
variablé, socioeconomic status of the réspondénts was éignficant (b < .05).

Middle status subjécts reported that their mother's used moré reasoning. Thére
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was also a sex by race interaction; ie., male-whites reported the
highest mother reasoning scores followed by female-blacks, female-whites,
and mate-blacks:

When "mothérs use of verbal aggression" and "mothers acting out' were
measured there were sighificant effects for race: White subjects reported
thHat their mothers used more verbal aggression (p < :01), and more acting.
out (p = :05). Additionatl analyses are currently being planned.

Discussion:

What then has the study taught us? Since oné-third of this group of
year in their childhood, Spouse abuse is clearly a common problem: Perhaps
most importantly the study serves to underscore the often repeated statement
ﬁhét sSpouse abuse knows no racial or social status lines. There was a wide
range of instances of spouse abuse. There was an equaltly wide range of
social status represented in the study: Yet no differences in violence were
explained by race or by social status. The middle class needs to be aware that
spouse abuse happens everywhere. The childrén arée aware of it and are willing
to record it on Questionnaires like these. Perhaps parent awareness and a

resolve to deal with thé issue are not far behind.
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Distribution of Power

Figure 1
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